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 The “good” parent in relation to early childhood literacy: symbolic terrain 
and lived practice 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The “good parent” of the pre-school child is a figure frequently invoked in discussions of 
how to give children the best possible social and educational chances in life. In the changing 
policy landscape of early childhood education and care, neo-liberal “westernised” 
governments are assuming increasing authority in relation to “proper” child-rearing and 
preparation of young children for school and beyond using the argument that they have a 
legitimate and active role to play in assisting rational parent-citizens to do the best they can 
by their children (Gillies, 2005; Nichols and Jurvansuu, 2008; Millei and Lee, 2007). Such 
socio-political climates foster a proliferation of both government-supported and 
commercially-sponsored services and products designed to assist parents in this process of 
taking on the identity of the “good” parent as normalised in policy. We argue that this 
phenomenon is of relevance to literacy educators and researchers because of the ways in 
which governments are placing particular importance on literacy learning and assessment in 
the early years of life (e.g. Grieshaber, 2000; Nutbrown, Hannon and Morgan, 2005) and 
therefore raising expectations that parents and other carers of pre-school children will take on 
increasing responsibility for children’s early literacy learning. 
 
In this paper we focus specifically on the place of early childhood literacy in the discursive 
construction of the identity(ies) of “proper” parents in materials aimed at recruiting them to 
take on certain attributes and practices in relation to early learning. We also discuss the ways 
such parenting identities, along with others, may be brought into play in the material practices 
of parents living in particular social contexts. Methodologically we focus on the analysis of 
discourse because discourses “both constitute and reconstitute the family, parent and the 
child and their care and education” (Millei and Lee, 2007; Sunderland, 2000). Smith’s (1990) 
analysis of femininity can provide a useful model for understanding discourses and discursive 
practices of parenting. Femininity, for Smith, is social practice performed in relation to 
discourses of femininity. These discourses are made available to social subjects through the 
representational practices of society, in other words through the complete range of texts and 
products through which the subject “femininity” is constituted. Modes of femininity, and by 
extension other modes of gendered practice, can thus be understood as “the social relations of 
a ‘symbolic’ terrain and the material practices which bring it into being and sustain it” 
(Smith, 1990, p. 163). One goal of our research is to further understandings of parenting in 
relation to early learning as a symbolic terrain of representations and social relations that is 
brought into being and sustained by the material practices of organisations as well as actual 
parents. 
 
Setting out an agenda for research on parenting, Loveridge argued that parenting can be 
considered a discursive field which is “crossed with shifting, discontinuous and contradictory 
discourses” (1990, p. 20). By becoming a parent, one becomes subject to/of discourses which 
construct parenting identities but, as these discourses are discontinuous, the subjectivities 
they offer do not necessarily align into a singular coherent identity. Thus an understanding of 
parenting means exploring “the conditions, the spaces, in which it is possible for women and 
men to think and embody” their parenting practice (Loveridge, 1990, p. 20). 
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Blackford (2004) has compared two spaces within which parents and children perform their 
identities – a neighbourhood playground and a play centre attached to a mall-based fast food 
restaurant. This study is relevant to our project since it suggests that immediate social context 
impacts on parents’ identity work. The high degree of visibility of children in the 
neighbourhood playground prompts mothers to publicly articulate mainstream parenting 
values such as responsibility for one’s own child’s good behaviour, healthy eating, and 
putting the child’s needs ahead of one’s other duties. In the commercial playground where 
women take a break from their shopping, children disappear into the plastic tunnels of the 
play centre and it is not possible to connect an individual child to its mother. Here, women do 
not expend social energy performing the “good parent” role for their peers. Blackford’s study 
suggests that the discursive practices of childrearing need to be understood in relation to the 
social identities which are brought into play in specific social contexts.  
 
Nichols’ (2000) study of bedtime story reading analyses publicly available texts and parents’ 
accounts to “unsettle” normative views of family literacy. She observes that the practice of 
settling children to bed is represented in parental advice literature in two different, and 
conflictual, ways: as a time for intimacy and attachment, and for the disciplining of children 
into routines established by the adult in charge. Parents’ accounts of their literacy work show 
them negotiating these subject positions as they simultaneously negotiate social relations 
within the family. Mothers in this study also speak about the management of men’s and 
children’s gender identity through their encouragement of men’s participation in story 
reading at home.  
 
The analysis in this paper likewise crosses between representations of parenting in texts 
produced by commercial and government/public institutional interests and the self-
representations of individual parents which show that parents negotiate a range of subject 
positions made available to them. Post-structural approaches to identity and discursive 
practice enable us to avoid simplistic causal connections between the texts on the one hand 
and the parents’ accounts on the other. We understand the texts analysed here as samplings 
from the field of production within which a range of agents and sponsors create texts and 
other resources aimed at enlisting parents into various practices. The literacy practices which 
agents promote to parents involve ways of interacting with children but also often require a 
range of auxiliary activities such as interpreting (e.g. noticing when children are ready), 
learning (e.g. about children’s development) and selecting (e.g. appropriate early learning 
materials). Choices are potentially extensive in this complex field of production though 
constrained by parents’ economic and cultural capital.  
 
 
Study design  
 
We draw on an ongoing three-year research project designed to develop Australian and 
American cases of how material resources and discourses of parenting circulate through 
textual print and digital networks as well as social networks, and how they intersect with the 
practices that parents adopt in their lived identities as carers and educators of pre-schoolers. i 
The study is being conducted in three sites: two in and around Adelaide, South Australia and 
a third site in Princeton, New Jersey, USA. There are three main strands to the multi-method 
study:  
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1. a geo-semiotic (Scollon and Scollon, 2003) study of the neighbourhood affordances of 
resources that claim to support children’s early learning and development and parents’ 
participation in this process;  
2. a study of selected commercial and not-for-profit organisations that are central to the 
provision and circulation of information about early learning;  
3. a study of how parents access and mobilise information about early learning and how 
they participate (or not) in information networks about related topics.  
 
For the purposes of this themed issue, we draw on sources of data from each of the second 
and third phases. One source of data are maternity samplers designed for new mothers and 
distributed free in hospitals and health clinics in the USA, UK and Australia. These samplers, 
which include texts, samples of products and other artefacts produced by both commercial 
and non-commercial organisations, were investigated in relation to the constructions of early 
childhood literacy made available in the print text material they contained. Also relating to 
the organisational focus of the study, we examine texts for parents of infants produced by 
government health-care organisations which have a wide reach among pregnant women and 
new mothers. Together, these texts provide evidence of the ways in which parents’ literacy 
work, and related consumption behaviour, is integrated into accounts of good parenting 
practice right from the start of children’s lives. At the same time, it is important to note that 
these accounts are offered primarily to mothers and not fathers, and in primary health care 
spaces on which parents are heavily dependent in their children’s early lives and in which 
normative representations of families can so often predominate. 
 
The second source of data in this paper are parent interviews which give us insights into 
parents’ self-reported practices connected to literacy specifically and early learning more 
broadly. At the time of writing, interviews had been conducted with 30 parents of young 
children including eight fathers. The significant diversity of practices and beliefs we 
encountered in these interviews was a striking comparison to the much more limited range of 
subject positions and discursive practices found in the public texts. For this reason, rather 
than generalise across the interviews, we present two case studies of parents in different 
circumstances and with different orientations to children’s literacy and learning. Finally, 
working across these two datasets, we identify commonalities and disjunctures in represented 
and lived parenting identities as they relate to early literacy. 
 
 
The discursive construction of the “proper” new mother  
 
As Cook (2008) argues, children are already “made material” before they are born into the 
world. The discursive practices of government health-departments, clinic nurses, advertisers 
and marketing companies–all of whom target prospective and new mothers and fathers and 
others who have caring relations with children– “assist in prospectively defining a space 
ahead of any particular child, space that it can inhabit culturally as well as physically” (p. 
232). Maternity samplers are interesting cultural products in this context. They offer a 
consolidated “birth package” of information sources that are produced by both public welfare 
organisations and commercial providers, including information directly related to children’s 
early health and development presented in the form of pamphlets, brochures, booklets, 
advertisements and magazines.  
 
According to maternity sampler producers in Australia, “94 per cent of new mothers 
nationally receive the [Bounty New Mother sample] bag …. with 92 per cent of recipients 
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keeping the samples for later use, 60 per cent reading all the leaflets and 71 per cent keeping 
some or all of the leaflets” (ACP Magazines, 1997-2008). In the USA, producers of a similar 
product, the American Baby Sampler for New Parents, deliver samplers to three million new 
mothers annually in maternity wards (Meredith Corporation, 2007) and in homes and clinics 
via health care professionals. In this section of the paper we analyse maternity samplers and 
parenting material provided by government health clinics in Australia as examples of the 
mechanisms by which the “cultural space” of the newborn child is defined and the identity of 
the parent – as “proper” caregiver of the child in relation to early development and learning – 
is constituted discursively.  
 
The birth package for new mothers 
We encountered maternity samplers–known as Bounty Bags in Australia (see Figure 1)–in 
each phase of our study. Rather than analyse the contents of Bounty Bags as a whole, we first 
examined the contents of sample bags for texts that made explicit reference to early literacy 
learning and development and then subjected this motivated sample to semiotic analysis 
using discourse analytic methods (e.g. Fairclough, 1995; Kress and van Lueewen, 1996). We 
found no texts that met our criteria in the sampler given to pregnant women but several in 
samplers given to women within a few days of birth (Bounty New Mother Bag) and the 
sampler that can be redeemed from Target stores or online (Bounty New Baby Bag) using a 
voucher contained in the New Mother Bag. Given the commercial motives of most of the 
agents who produce materials for these bags, most of the texts identified using this method 
took the form of advertisements.  
 
The importance of children’s literature, fairytales and songs for early learning was a theme 
running through advertisements in the Bounty Babycare Book (Kiley, 2007/2008) contained 
in the Bounty New Mother Bag. This suggests, in line with earlier research into the gendered 
nature of home literacy, that “when a woman becomes a mother, she is expected to take up 
her literacy work” (Nichols, 2000). In one instance, representations of a product designed to 
keep babies safe from germs invoked images from the traditional fairytale of Little Red 
Riding Hood by making a visual analogy between germs and the Big Bad Wolf. In another 
instance, an advertisement for electronic toys implied, using language and image, that a good 
mother will seek to provide for children the kinds of learning experiences that are promoted 
by age-appropriate toys which connect “active play and fun” with language learning and 
reading.  
 
Similar examples were found in the New Baby Bag designed for mothers of children aged 3-6 
months. However, the texts for analysis in this pack – found in the magazines Mother&Baby 
(ACP, 2007/2008) and Little Kids (ACP, 2008) – also foregrounded the importance of age-
appropriate toys in assisting children to become “school ready” despite the fact that school 
attendance was some 5 to 6 years away for these children. In one instance, a slogan for 
Fisher-Price® toys contributes to this discourse of progressive age-related development when 
the company claims that it provides “[t]he right toys for the right moments with Fisher-
Price®”. In the same text, parents are advised that the process of “interactivity” in the 12-24 
months stage is particularly important for early learning and subsequent success in school. 
Specifically, it is pointed out that “baby learns academics through interactive activity”, and 
that electronic toys like the Fisher-Price Learning Mower can assist with this; as they push 
the toy lawn mower, “little ones can mow the way to new skills, counting and exploring 
opposites, colours and shapes with sing-along fun”. Note that, in this context, interactivity 
means interaction between the child and the toy and not social interaction between the child 
and another human participant in the activity. 
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School readiness is emphasised in several of the texts we analysed. The feature article in 
Little Kids, titled “What every child should know before Big School”, suggests that the key 
literacies for children starting school are being able to recognise their name and tell a story. 
This message about school readiness is then linked to commercially available resources 
through the language of advertisements in the same magazine. For instance, an ad for 
LeapFrog™’s My first computer explicitly claims that it develops “things they’re going to 
need for school”. In these largely commercial texts in maternity samplers, the dominant 
discourse is a version of child-centredness in which parents are literally out of the picture; 
they are unseen purchasers of early learning resources. This is a contrast to the version of 
child-centredness stressed by health professionals and early education practitioners in which 
the adult’s facilitative role is seen as crucial (cf. Lawhon and Cobb, 2002). As we go on to 
show, compared to such commercial texts, those produced by government entities that aim to 
support parents put parent-child interaction more in the centre of the picture. 
 
Insert figures 1 and 2 about here. 
Figure1: Bounty Maternity Sample Bags (Australia) 
Figure2: Page from Right from the start … distributed by health clinics 
 
The post-natal check up pack for new mothers 
In the first months after birth, children and their mothers are urged to have check-ups at 
paediatric clinics (USA) or government health clinics (Australia). South Australian parents in 
our study are directed to clinics run by the state-government organisation Child, Youth and 
Women’s Health Services (CYWHS) which has a wide reach among families with children. 
For example, the organisation accesses new mothers who are referred by their family doctor 
or hospital, and clinic nurses make home visits within a few weeks of every child’s birth to 
check up on the health and welfare of mother and child. In its neighbourhood clinics, 
CYWHS also provides health checks for children at what are considered the “key milestones” 
of 6, 18 and 24 months, and conducts parenting programs such as “Getting to know your 
baby”. Finally, the organisation also provides a 24-hour telephone helpline (accessed by all 
South Australian parents we have interviewed to date), a website shown to be regularly used 
both nationally and internationally, and an extensive set of free brochures known as Parent 
Easy Guides (PEGS) which are widely referred to and distributed in hospitals, clinics, 
doctors’ surgeries, chemist shops, community centres and local libraries.  
 
In our study we analysed texts distributed by this institution that focus specifically on the role 
of parents in early literacy learning. A key text in this regard is a board book distributed to all 
mothers through their first contact with CYWHS titled Right from the start … loving reading 
with your baby (Linke, 2003/2006). This is a resource explicitly designed to assist parents to 
learn – and to demonstrate – “loving reading with their baby”. As the preface makes clear, the 
book is overtly pedagogical in nature: it explains to parents why reading to babies is such an 
important practice (“They start to learn about the world and develop their thinking skills from 
looking at pictures and hearing words with you”, no page number), and outlines explicit ways 
that parents should go about the actual practice of reading to babies. Individual pages follow 
a simple format of an annotated image on the left-hand page and read-aloud “starter 
sentences” for parents on the right-hand page. Underneath this, additional text written for 
parents explains the significance of the text to be read and the practice that is being 
advocated. In relation to the double-page titled “Here is a flower” (See Figure 2), for 
example, parents are informed that: 
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Babies …need to learn in order to grow and develop. As you watch and play with 
babies you will know the things that they enjoy and are learning. It might just be 
being with you (social development), it might be books and singing (language), it 
might be hitting a rattle (thinking – learning about making things happen) or it might 
be just kicking the legs (physical) (Linke, 2003/2006, page not numbered). 
 
This extract from Right from the start illustrates the ways in which parents are addressed 
throughout the book as pedagogic subjects who need to learn the connections between 
particular social contexts and practices (e.g. “being with you”, “books and singing”) and the 
literacy learning and development (e.g. language learning) that can be fostered by particular 
ways of approaching them. Here parents are being explicitly inducted and scaffolded into 
how to take charge of their children’s early literacy learning by having frequent close 
interaction with children around the reading of print books and talking to and singing with 
them. Moreover, they are being urged by the government that it is their responsibility as 
“proper” parents and caregivers to participate in children’s literacy education “right from the 
start” of a child’s life. 
 
This message is again reinforced in the Parent Easy Guides (known as PEGS), brochures co-
produced by CYWHS and the government-supported agency Parenting SA (“helping parents 
be their best”). These brochures, promoted and distributed widely in health and childcare 
settings throughout Australia and online, are developed “from research in conjunction with 
appropriate experts” (Government of South Australia, “PEG Home Page”, 2001). Several of 
the total of 89 PEGS focus specifically on children’s literacy learning and development by 
addressing topics such as Learning to talk (PEG 33) and Why stories are important (PEG 57). 
The importance of stories, oral and written, is strongly emphasised throughout: 
 
Stories, whether they are stories you tell, or stories in books, are one of the ways that 
children learn to enjoy reading. ... It is now recognised that reading aloud to babies 
and children is so important in their early years and has an impact on their overall 
development and future learning (PEG 57. Why stories are important, p. 1) 
 
Reinforcing messages contained in the board book Right from the start, the Parent Easy 
Guides also emphasise that parents should “talk, sing, read, listen and respond from the start” 
(PEG 77. Milestones: Children 0-4 Years). In this way the materials sourced from public 
health clinics both provide a rationale for reading with and to newborn and infant children, 
and also supply the resources and techniques required for parents to be able to carry out the 
practices successfully. The figure of the normative “responsible” parent is once again here 
inscribed as a mother who reads with and to children as part the social practice of rearing a 
healthy young child who will thus be properly prepared for social and educational success in 
later years. 
 
 
Parent identities in commercial and institutional texts  
 
Comparing the commercial and government-produced institutional texts, it is possible to 
identify two major discursive clusters related to early learning. In the commercial texts, the 
child is the major subject and the dominant discursive practice promoted is object-assisted 
play. The parent’s position in providing early learning experiences to the child is one of 
consumer on behalf of the child rather than of participant in activities with the child. In these 
texts, not only social context but also spatial context tends to fall away, with the child and toy 
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often portrayed in an undifferentiated space. The dearth of visual representations of parents 
and homes in the packaging and advertising of early learning products does however 
potentially contribute to the reduction of excluding consequences of representations which 
feature a narrow range of parent subjects (female, white, middle-class).  
 
In the institutional texts, the family is the major subject rather than the individual child. The 
dominant discursive practice promoted is story reading, however a range of other language-
rich interactions are also encouraged including singing and talking. Parents are positioned not 
just as facilitators of their children’s learning but as learners themselves owing to the 
explicitly didactic nature of the mode of address. Commercial consumption is not promoted 
and indeed the reference to “just being with you” suggests the sufficiency of the parent-child 
relationship in itself as the basis for the child’s learning. However, it is assumed that books 
will be acquired in some manner. Parents’ literacy activities with young children are shown 
in domestic context particularly in the visual components of these texts, giving them an air of 
the everyday. But this is a particular everyday in which the home is a place of relationships 
rather than, also, a place of work. 
 
Through their exposure to this web of commercial and institutional texts in the early months 
and years of their children’s lives, parents are repeatedly offered both these kinds of identities 
– parent as consumer/provider and parent as nurturer/facilit ator. Both are directly connected 
with notions of children’s learning in general and literacy in particular. However, neither of 
these discourses can directly acknowledge the other – indeed they operate in a relationship of 
mutual exclusion. Commercial entities do not wish parents to believe that “just being there” 
can ever be enough whereas government run health institutions insist that nothing can 
substitute for direct parent-child interaction. Commercial texts operate by stripping away 
social context whereas the institutional texts create a particular kind of social context – the 
well-ordered home in which time and space are made for learning interactions. Finding both 
kinds of representations in a package for parents underlines the discontinuous and shifting 
nature of the discursive landscape of early childhood.  
 
These texts, however, align in reinforcing the identity of the baby/child as present learner. 
Whether through purchasing power or through social interaction, the key identity for the 
parent is that of guarantor of the child’s future educational success. The problem for which 
both, in their different ways, offer a solution is the “not-yet-ready” child precipitated into the 
evaluative environment of school without the initial competence seen as necessary to avoid 
falling behind right from the start. Both kinds of producers promise a smooth induction of 
children into mainstream literacy and learning practices if the “good parent” plays her/his 
part. What may constitute a “bad parent” identity can be deduced from the absence of 
depictions, in either kind of text, of parents exercising direct power by imposing educational 
tasks on preschool children.  
 
We now turn to the parent case studies to gain a sense of the multiple discursive practices and 
identities involved in the management of young children’s literacy and learning in family 
contexts. In these accounts, we find traces of both the discursive clusters identified in the 
textual analysis. However, we also find a complexity and diversity of families’ practices 
around early learning that is not adequately represented in either commercial or institutional 
texts. Identities of parents as workers and household managers assume greater significance. 
These parents’ accounts show that literacy and educational activities necessarily have to be 
interwoven with the other work that is carried out in and beyond the house. We also find 
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narratives of individual family members’ trajectories through their pasts into their futures 
impacting on how parents make sense of their activities related to children’s learning.   
 
 
Lived identities and material practices of early learning: two parents’ 
accounts 
 
We have suggested that individual mothers, fathers and caregivers are constructed in 
government policy and the media as needing to take on particular subject positions in relation 
to early learning in order to ensure the future educational success of their pre-school children. 
The cases below of two parents from the Princeton cohort, Maggie and Simon, illustrate how 
two of the parents we interviewed represent their lived identities as parents of young children. 
Their cases depict some of the discourses and practices that actual parents take up as they 
bring into being and sustain particular identities of the family, the “proper” parent and the 
healthy and happy developing child. In both cases, there are tensions between the subject 
positions of parent as consumer of goods and services on behalf of the child’s learning and 
social development and parent as adult who participates in nurturing and pedagogical social 
relations with the child.  
 
 
“That is the way I need to be”  
Maggie, who has three boys aged two, four, and six, moved from Brooklyn, NY to Princeton, 
NJ to create a quieter, more suburban life for her family. As an elementary teacher for five 
years before becoming a stay-at-home Mom, Maggie brings her experience and training as a 
teacher to her parenting. However, she also consults many resources with the aim of creating 
structured, activity-based spaces and household rituals that assist her to be a good parent to 
her three boys. These resources include commercial early literacy programs, popular 
television advice shows, and her social networks with other teachers and parents.  
 
As Maggie described to us her parenting in the context of the rhythms of family life and the 
developing identities of her children, we could see that she takes up the subject positions of 
both parent-as-consumer and parent as adult participant in important social and educational 
interactions with the child.  We noted that these differing subject positions were more 
dominant at particular times of the day: Maggie has more time for one-on-one interactions 
with her youngest when her other children are at-school; during after-school time, she draws 
on commercially-produced resources to assist her to focus more attention on another child. 
During dinner, the family engages in interactive discursive models with family story-telling 
and the exchange of rhymes and fun language games more generally.  
 
A commercial resource in public arena that Maggie draws on in shaping her parenting 
practices, and which she discussed at length during our interview, is Super Nanny, a 
television show hosted by Jo Frost, an “expert” nanny. Super Nanny is an example of the 
“before and after” model of transformational TV (cf. Lunt, 2008) with Frost first showing a 
family riddled with parenting problems and then demonstrating how to transform their lives 
through her introduction of rituals, structures, and habits in the home. There is something 
about the live footage of Super Nanny that inspires Maggie to model Frost’s parenting 
practices. In the process, a particular discourse from Super Nanny has become naturalised 
into Maggie’s household discourse.  
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Super Nanny discourse rests on the idea of tough love and creating structures and 
predictability for children. Jo Frost promotes disciplinary practices such as time-outs wherein 
small children go to a designated area to think about their misbehaviour, but she also tempers 
this with compassion and loving moments. The basis of the Super Nanny discourse is 
depicting unproductive parent-child interactions and ways of changing or transforming 
behaviour to create a more loving household, but also one in which the parents have more 
control. Maggie’s account sheds light on how a discourse of the well-regulated home 
promoted in Super Nanny goes beyond the domestic context to connect with the school, 
aligning with parents’ desires for their children’s educational success: 
 
There was a time when there was something on Super Nanny just a couple of weeks 
ago. .… There was this child with Attention Deficit Disorder and the way she (Super 
Nanny) taught her (the mother) to keep the house quiet and have the other children, 
because she had two other children, have the other child in a room and have a quiet 
time. I said to myself “That is the way I need to be … home to do their homework 
with them.” Jimmy just sits here, you know, he walks and reads out loud so I don’t 
have to, and he does it, and there might be something going on, but that’s for him. For 
Mike, I’m going to need to read to him. I have books on how to make your kids more 
responsive to your needs. 
 
This program introduces a range of complexities and competing demands into the depiction 
of parenting, which is shown to include parents’ management of their children’s education. It 
is significant that the televised mother is managing three children, one with a diagnosed 
behavioural disorder which is generally understood to jeopardise a child’s school 
achievement. This may be what invites Maggie to identify with the televised mother and so 
readily internalise the expert’s advice. Like the institutional texts mentioned above, Super 
Nanny stresses the importance of parent interaction with their children in order to bring about 
learning (particularly social learning). However, unlike the cosy family literacy depictions, it 
foregrounds issues of power and validates the identity of parent as manager and controller. 
 
Another commercial product, LeapFrog™, assumed central place in Maggie’s account of 
how she fosters literacy in the home. The LeapFrog model of literacy learning is based on 
training in phonological awareness through sound, music, and imitation. LeapFrog materials 
come in different formats depending on the targeted skill. For instance, to listen to the sounds 
of words in sentences, children can use an electronic storybook, or, to isolate particular 
sounds, children can place letters into slots on the fridge phonics toy. During the day, Maggie 
structures activities for her youngest son around these resources. In fact, during our interview, 
he played with a LeapFrog electronic book, a practice which involved placing a wand on 
words prompting a voice to narrate the story.  
 
Maggie’s middle child, Jack, struggles with literacy, and she spoke at length about how 
LeapFrog strongly impacted on her literacy work with him. Together, they would listen to 
LeapFrog and work through activities and levels. She particularly appreciates how this model 
of learning can be applied more generally beyond the commercial artefacts. For instance, she 
harnesses her own reading practices before bedtime to the phonological approach promoted 
by LeapFrog by focusing on initial sounds and rhyming words; as she says, “we sound out 
words such as B-B-Bear.” Maggie serves as an apt example of a parent using commercial and 
popular media resources to shape discursive practices of literacy and learning in the home. 
That she is a trained teacher challenges any presumption that only working-class mothers 
respond to the explicit discourse of “parent power” promoted by media entities such as Super 
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Nanny. Once again, Maggie’s literacy resourcing practices draw on commercially produced 
texts and materials which support her in enacting the identity of educative parent and home 
manager. 
 
Making every minute count 
The simultaneity of parents’ educational work and household work has been noted in relation 
to mothers (Reay 1998) but there have been few accounts of men’s management of these dual 
responsibilities and identities. Simon, who has two children, Brent aged three and Cassandra 
aged six, moved to Princeton, NJ from Canada a year before our interview. Because his wife 
Kristine travels a great deal for work, Simon is the main care-giver. Thus he represents a 
minority, but growing, trend of fathers who have the primary responsibility for their 
children’s care for a period of the family’s life. In Simon’s home, commercial texts play less 
of a role in shaping parenting compared with Maggie. The dominant discourse practice 
promoted by Simon is independent play with Simon taking on the role of facilitator. In this 
analysis, we are interested in how Simon represents and manages the educational aspect of 
his parenting work, specifically related to literacy, in the context of his overall role as a 
home-based father.  
 
The theme of individual responsibility, connected with the management of the household’s 
activities in terms of structured routines, was strong in his account. One indication of Simon’s 
attribution of responsibility is that he describes his home as “a kind of a single-parent 
household.” His parental world is filled with structure and timetabling. Each month Simon 
constructs a schedule that frames the family’s lives. Apart from registering his partner 
Kristine’s movements, many of the entries in this schedule relate to the children’s schools. 
Days for parent-teacher meetings, early dismissals and school closures are noted alongside 
the schools’ phone numbers and a note about what one child needs to take for Show and Tell. 
Thus the regulation of institutional time by schools is not just implicitly recognised but is 
documented in Simon’s family calendar. This was also clear in his account of the daily 
routine: 
 
The closer to 7.00 she’s sitting down, the less rushed her breakfast is and then from 
7.30 to 8.00 she has time to get dressed and brush her teeth and if she wants to do 
something else then that is fine. During that time I make them their lunch and around 
8.00 I’ll get Brent dressed and we’ll probably head outside about ten after or quarter 
after. That’s easy during the summer but during the winter it’s probably going to be a 
little tighter with all the goods to get on. I would then take Brent to his preschool and 
he is usually there about 9.00 and by the time I get back it should be quarter to 10. 
 
When Simon spoke about early learning activities in the home, he spoke in terms of making 
every minute count. Early learning products that are directed at children’s independent use 
(rather than reliant on interaction with the parent) create time for housework without the 
perceived risks associated with parking a child in front of the television. By distracting his 
clingy daughter with an educational DVD (LeapFrog is an approved product), Simon 
performs both his educative and house management functions: 
 
With an interest to see her development with her alphabet, we also tried to maximize 
her time to do so, so, when I had to clean up the house or try to manage dinner what I 
found was that sometimes while trying to make dinner with her, she’d be clinging at 
my legs and it would be difficult amongst the house so what I had to do was I actually 
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had to try to get her to do something else.  I was able to come up with a DVD that 
focused on learning the letters.   
 
Simon also aims to optimise learning opportunities during hidden moments in a day, such as 
when driving to places. His use of the car as a learning environment introduces the notion of 
extended and mobile spaces of parenting practice. In this excerpt, he anticipates the criticism 
of using a DVD player in the car to argue for its educational merit: 
 
As much as it might be considered a little too easy to have a DVD player in the van, 
we don’t play Harry Potter and wild Dungeons and Dragons type of environmental 
stuff. We play a lot of educational videos and I think that surprises people. So the 
DVD in the van has been wonderful and they don’t have a choice because we control 
it. Brent, on the way to school today, was watching an ABC video. 
 
Here we see time, space and resources working in unison to produce a particular 
configuration of parenting as simultaneously managerial and educational. Equipping the van 
with a DVD player and approved learning materials turns it into a mobile learning space with 
the children as a captive audience.  
 
Yet another layer to Simon’s parenting is his own life story: he has been hearing impaired his 
whole life and his son, Brent, is also hearing impaired. Like Maggie who also spoke of 
adjusting her approach for a child with a learning difficulty, Simon talked about how he 
needed to modify his parenting practices to suit each child. In our conversation, he compared 
his children’s differing approach to literacy and attributed this, to some extent, to Brent’s 
special needs. 
 
He’s a bit behind with the alphabet but I’ve learned to be a little more flexible with 
my expectations for him. Cassandra [Brent’s sister], for example, would learn 
everything and she seemed to learn very quickly and I figured that was how kids 
were, whereas Brent is very picky and we sort of have to learn from that. I bring that 
up as a point because we had to adjust, and so with Cassandra, she learned quickly, 
and was keen to learn, and still shows signs of that. That’s been consistent. Brent, as I 
mentioned earlier, has shown signs that he’s not interested but the good news is that 
he is only 3, so I’m not going to be a stick-in-the-mud and shove him inside of a book 
and take away his cars and throw them in the garbage or something.  
 
Simon experienced a shift in his parenting identity from being the parent of one “quick” 
learner to being a parent of two children with different ways of learning. Obviously, parents 
need to adjust to the different personalities of their children, but what is noteworthy with 
Simon is the contrast in his hands-off approach to parenting Cassandra compared with his 
connected, interactive approach with Brent which can largely be attributed to his hearing 
impairment. Simon’s own history, and the differences between his children, pose challenges 
to him as manager of the household as well as overseer of children’s literacy development. 
Simon constitutes his parenting from his own personal story of his childhood combined with 
the necessity, for him, to regulate and shape parenting around structures and time frame. 
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Parenting early learners: commercial, institutional and lived identities  
 
Smith has used the metaphor of a “cat’s cradle” (a web created by threading string from the 
fingers of one hand to another) to describe how texts, discourses and localised practices are 
connected. This view foreshadows the network theories which are currently being used to 
explain the travel of knowledge and practice (Latour, 1986; Murdoch, 1998). By adapting her 
words to focus on parenting and its practices rather than femininity and its practices, we have 
a statement very pertinent to our study: 
 
[T]he concept of a discourse of parenting, as developed here, envisages a web or cats-
cradle of texts, stringing together and coordinating the multiple local and particular 
sites of the everyday/everynight worlds of women and men with the market processes 
of the educational, health, toy and publishing industries (Adapted from Smith, 1990, 
p. 167). 
 
In this analysis we have examined texts produced by some of these industries alongside 
parents’ own accounts of their activities to build a picture of the discursive field of early 
learning.  
 
The commercial and institutional texts that together constitute a symbolic world of parents 
and early learning each, in different ways, present a reductive view of parenting practice as it 
relates to children’s learning. Toy advertisements present a world in which the child’s 
interaction with an object produces the simultaneous experience of fun and learning and the 
most important parent identity is as consumer. The promise held out is that merely the 
provision of this book, toy or baby computer is sufficient parental involvement for learning to 
occur. Missing from this discourse is the social context of relationships in the family. Health 
and educational providers, on the other hand, emphasise social relations and make parent-
child interaction central. Missing from this discourse is overt parent power, and recognition 
of the in-practice simultaneity of parents’ literacy work with other kinds of work as well as 
their continual negotiation of multiple subject positions as parents. Popular media 
representations of parenting, as seen in “reality” television shows, make power conflicts 
central to their dramatisations of family life. However, they have little to say about children’s 
learning in the social context of their homes and communities beyond the application of 
simple behaviour modification strategies. 
 
Looking across all the materials we have analysed, one of the key coordinating threads in this 
‘cats cradle’ of texts is the play between notions of dependence and independence in the 
figure of the child as early learner. Allied to these views of the child are parental identities 
associated with specific practices. The images advertising educational toys show the child as 
the only human agent in a decontextualised scene interacting directly with a play object; in 
the process (we are meant to believe) learning happens. In homes such as Simon’s, the 
promise of moments of independence for/from their children enable parents to 
simultaneously manage competing demands on their time and energies. Keeping parents out 
of the frame of these commercial images means one can imagine other tasks and priorities for 
them.  
 
At the same time, institutional and media texts promoting parent involvement in children’s 
development represent the child as dependent. Only through the right kind of interactions 
with parents, taking place in an orderly home environment, can children be inculcated into 
the right habits. These habits include orienting to the written text and to adult authority – both 
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considered essential to making a good start at school. A central tension in the discursive field 
relates to the place of power in adult-child relations. Its absence in texts like Right from the 
Start stands in striking contrast to its centrality in parenting advice products like the media 
text Super Nanny. The problem solving plotline of the latter, which admits of the possibility 
of snags in the smooth fabric of family life, seems to strike a chord with parents like Maggie. 
In this depicted world, parents (like children) are allowed to be dependent for a while as they 
learn how to be effective agents and media characters can be acceptable sources of advice on 
educational, as well as child management, matters. 
 
The interviews have enabled us to gain some insight into the many goals, demands and 
constraints which impinge on parents’ educational and literacy activities in the home, These 
include management of time and space in and beyond the home, coordinating roles between 
parents (mother and father), catering for children with different interests and needs, 
negotiation across cultural boundaries and coping with disability. Given the pervasiveness of 
social pressure on parents to produce their young children as happy now and successful in the 
future, together with the complexities of families’ lives, it is not surprising that they may 
draw creatively on a diversity of resources. Just as important as official/formal sources of 
advice are parents’ personal histories and their understandings of their children as individuals 
with different needs and preferences. 
  
That a ‘good’ parent must be doing something to promote their young children’s literacy 
learning and produce them as school-ready educable subjects is the prevailing view (cf High 
2000). This dominant expectation provides the rationale for a massive and continually 
diversifying production of advice, texts and material objects (Scanlon & Buckingham 2004). 
The cultural landscape is producing complex ‘semiotic aggregates’ (Scollon & Scollon 2003) 
or assemblages of diverse materials carrying multiple meanings simultaneously. The Bounty 
Bag maternity sampler is a prime example of this, as is, on a larger scale, the shopping mall 
(Rainbird 2008). Encountering these semiotic aggregates, parents see themselves   
represented in shifting relations to their children; as providers of consumable goods, as 
managers, as shapers of the environment and as interactive partners. Rather than attempting 
to resolve these into a single narrative or program, simultaneity is arguably the most adaptive 
response for parents to make.  Parents’ dexterity in performing these multiple, and sometimes 
incommensurate, identities may well be their most significant form of cultural capital.    
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